the date of the accession of Ramesses II, the third ruler of the Nineteenth Dynasty, has been narrowed down to a choice between 1304 and 1290 B.c.; recent studies of cuneiform documents relating to the king's contemporaries or near-contemporaries in western Asia tend to indicate that the higher date, 1304 B.C., is the correct one.8
Those "recent studies" refer again to the work of the Assyriologist Rowton, who by then had revised upward his own chronology for Ramesses II.9 E. Hornung maintained that the accession of Ramesses II occurred in 1290 B.C.,10 and the same conclusion was reached by D. B. Redford." Later, however, Redford inclined toward a date of 1304 B.C. for the accession of Ramesses II.12 According to K. A. Kitchen, "1304 is no more assured than is 1290; one must be right, but we still cannot say which with absolute certainty.""13 More recently, E. F. Wente and C. C. Van Siclen,14 M L. Bierbrier,s1 R. Krauss,16 Hornung,17 Kitchen,'8 Parker,19 and others have considered the possibility that Ramesses II came to the throne in 1279 B.C. These authors are not all equally enthusiastic about this later date, but they all now view it as at least a plausible alternative. On the other hand, the higher date of 1304 B.C. is considered to be unlikely in view of recent discoveries in Syria.20 From the previous brief summary, it is apparent that the dates advocated for the accession of Ramesses II have varied considerably, and, for the sake of thoroughness, I have recalculated the observational conditions for the five most likely dates as identified by Parker in 1957.21 For consistency, I have assumed as before that the king's astronomers had the observational capabilities of an idealized Jerusalem observer.22 Table 1 indicate the local time of sunrise and the visibility of the moon at sunrise for three days near the date of conjunction. The zero column heading corresponds to exactly the date of conjunction; minus one is one day before; and minus two is two days before. The visibility numbers represent one hundred times the ratio of the lunar height at sunrise to the minimum height for visibility. The use of table I can be illustrated by means of an example. From the third row of the table one finds that there was a new moon on the afternoon of 26 December 1253 B.C., and in the Egyptian calendar this was the twenty-eighth day of the sixth month II prt. At sunrise on that day, the visibility of 19 means that the lunar crescent was too near the horizon to be visible. One day earlier, however, the visibility of 146 means that the crescent could (in principle) be plainly seen. Thus, the lunar month should have begun on II prt 28, the first day of crescent invisibility. This result is inconsistent with the text unless the observer failed to see the crescent the preceding day. Also, since a lunar month of twenty-eight days is not possible, the observers would have to have missed the marginally visible crescent (visibility 104) the previous month on I prt 28. Thus an accession year of 1304 B.C. cannot easily be harmonized with the text.
From the eighth line of the table one finds that a 1301 B.C. accession date can safely be excluded, since the observers would have to have claimed to see the crescent on II prt 26 when it was already marginally invisible (visibility 99) the day before. Furthermore, the invisible crescent would have to have been "seen" on I prt 26 to avoid a lunar month of thirty-one days.
From the thirteenth line of the Ideally, the above comments would allow us to conclude which accession dates are most likely based solely on considerations of astronomy. If it is more likely for an observer to miss a visible crescent than to "see" an invisible one, then one should prefer either 1304 B.C. or 1279 B.C. Of these, the 1279 B.C. date is more attractive, since the theoretical crescent visibility was only marginal for the corresponding observation. In fact, with slightly more conservative estimates of Egyptian observational capabilities, one finds that the moon may actually have been invisible on the morning of II prt 27. It is regrettable that there is not more direct evidence on the observational abilities of the Egyptians; there would probably be considerable value in modern observations of the lunar crescent at the sites of Memphis, Heliopolos, and Thebes.
